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Abstract 
 

As part of a regional collaboration between the City of Plattsburgh, New York, and the 

towns of Plattsburgh and Peru, New York, the Maritime Research Institute (MRI) at the 

Lake Champlain Maritime Museum (LCMM) has been chosen to investigate six historical 

Revolutionary War and War of 1812 sites: Valcour Island, Crab Island, Fort Brown, Fort 

Moreau, Fort Scott, and Plattsburgh Bay. These sites will require varying degrees of 

evaluation based upon the scope of the overall heritage tourism plan for the greater 

Plattsburgh area. The MRIôs role in this collaboration is to conduct a document review for 

each of the six historic sites as well as an archaeological assessment for Fort Brown and 

Valcour Island. The archaeological assessments will utilize KOCOA analysis outlined in 

the Battlefield Survey Manual of the American Battlefield Protection Program provided by 

the National Park Service. 

This deliverable fulfills Tasks 1 and 3 of the American Battlefield Protection Program 

(ABPP) Grant 2887-16-009. Task 1 consists of a document review for six selected 

Revolutionary War and War of 1812 sites in the city of Plattsburgh and the town of Peru 

in New York: Valcour Island, Crab Island, Plattsburgh Bay, Fort Brown, Fort Moreau, and 

Fort Scott. Task 3 consists of a non-invasive archaeological assessment for both Valcour 

Island and Fort Brown. 

The work completed under the scope of this grant is a regional collaboration of the City 

of Plattsburgh (lead), and the Towns of Plattsburgh and Peru to evaluate the needs and 

assets of the above six key historical Revolutionary War and War of 1812 sites. Through 

regional planning, public engagement, document review, and archaeological 

assessment, this project will lay the foundation for a coordinated strategic preservation 

blueprint and heritage tourism plan for the greater Plattsburgh region.  

The scope of this project aligns with several regional and county-wide initiatives to grow 

the Plattsburgh areaôs tourism opportunities and allows for a wide array of partnerships 

to be built. The Clinton County Destination Master Plan calls for researching the 

happenings and tourism attractiveness of the areaôs forts. Additionally, the Lake 

Champlain Basin Program and the Champlain Valley National Heritage Partnership 

encourage and enhance historical offerings in the region. The project is funded, in part, 

by the American Battlefield Protection Program (ABPP) of the National Parks Service and 

therefore will meet and follow the Secretary of the Interiorôs Standards and Guidelines for 

Archaeology and Historic Preservation and project partners will consult with the NY State 

Office of Historic Preservation as needed. All work is conducted in accordance with the 

Code of Ethics, guidelines, and standards established by the New York State 

Archaeological Council and the Register for Professional Archaeologists (RPA).  

This report presents the document review for the six historical Revolutionary War and 

War of 1812 sites: Valcour Island, Crab Island, Fort Brown, Fort Moreau, Fort Scott, and 
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Plattsburgh Bay as well as the archaeological assessment for Fort Brown and Valcour 

Island utilizing KOCOA analysis. This report is divided into three chapters. This first 

chapter provides an historical overview for the sites in relation to the two major battles in 

the regionôs history, the Battle of Valcour Bay (October 11-13, 1776), and the Battle of 

Plattsburgh (September 11, 1814). The second chapter describes the current site 

designations and eligibility for historical designations for each of the six sites and then 

describes the previous archaeological research conducted for these sites and their 

potential for future research. In the third chapter, the agreed upon abbreviated KOCOA 

analysis and archaeological assessment for Valcour Island and Fort Brown is presented 

including descriptions of current site conditions and viewshed analyses from site visits. 
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Chapter 1: Historical Overview 
The present day city of Plattsburgh is the site of two significant military battles during the 

Revolutionary War and the War of 1812, making the site instrumental in the development 

of the United States. Figure 1and Figure 2 show the area covered by this grant and 

identify each siteôs location. 

On October 11, 1776, a one-day skirmish between Benedict Arnoldôs American fleet and 

their British adversaries commanded by Captain Thomas Pringle took place in the waters 

Figure 1: Aerial View of Plattsburgh with ABPP Sites Identified. 
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between Valcour Island and the New York shoreline to the west. This encounter became 

a two-day running battle during the Revolutionary War, heading southward to Ferris Bay 

where Arnold and his men abandoned their remaining vessels and fled to Fort 

Ticonderoga.1  

Crab Island, Plattsburgh Bay, and Forts Brown, Moreau, and Scott are all significant to 

the Battle of Plattsburgh, which took place in September of 1814. Crab Island and 

Plattsburgh Bay saw the naval portion of the battle between the forces of American 

Commodore Thomas MacDonough and British Captain George Downie. Forts Brown, 

Moreau, and Scott were quickly  built during the late summer and early fall of 1814 under 

the direction of American General, George Izard leading up to the Battle of Plattsburgh 

on September 11, 1814. Crab Island became the location of the hospital and was 

equipped with a small cannon battery just prior to the battle. 

Figure 2: Aerial View of Sites of Forts Brown, Moreau, and Scott. 
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These engagements deposited an invaluable collection of Revolutionary War and War of 

1812 materials on the bottomlands of Lake Champlain and at the terrestrial sites of Forts 

Brown, Moreau, and Scott as well as Crab Island. 

REVOLUTIONARY WAR 

On October 11, 1776, General Benedict Arnold engaged the British Navy in perhaps the 

most important naval contest of the American Revolution. The hastily-built American fleet 

consisted of eight gondolas, three row galleys, two schooners, one sloop, one cutter and 

bateaux. The vessels in the British fleet were not only larger with better sailing 

characteristics, but they were also crewed by professional sailors under the command of 

skilled naval officers. The British force, under the direction of Captain Thomas Pringle 

and the overall command of Governor Guy Carleton, had almost twice the Americansô 

firepower in cannon. 

Benedict Arnold chose the battle site. Lying about halfway between Crown Point and St. 

Johnôs, Valcour Island provided the American fleet with both a natural defensive position 

and relief from the increasingly blustery autumn weather. Arnoldôs vessels sheltered west 

of the island, knowing that the British fleet would pass on the eastern side. The Americans 

were at a disadvantage, out-gunned and out-manned, and they hoped that the British 

vessels would have difficulty beating back against the wind after spotting the American 

line at anchor. On the morning of October 11th, the Americansô hopes were realized as 

the British ships sailed past the southern end of Valcour Island, then turned north against 

the wind as they approached to engage the rebels.  

After an intensive five-hour battle at Valcour Bay with heavy casualties on both sides, 

darkness finally ended the conflict. Fortunately for the outmatched Americans, most of 

the large British vessels were unable to work far enough against the wind to engage them. 

Instead, the bulk of the fighting that day was undertaken by British gunboats that rowed 

within musket range of the American line. Both sides sustained significant casualties, and 

the American schooner Royal Savage, Arnoldôs flagship, ran aground on the 

southwestern corner of Valcour Island. One hour after the fighting stopped, the gunboat 

Philadelphia sank from damage suffered in the exchange of cannon fire. 

With some 60 men killed and wounded on the American side and three-quarters of their 

ammunition gone, Arnold and his officers executed a daring nighttime escape past the 

British blockade, which spanned most of the distance between Valcour Island and the 

New York shoreline. The British burned Royal Savage which provided a useful distraction 

on the eastern side of the inlet, the American fleet rowed south to safety along the New 

York shoreline with oars muffled and a shrouded light in each vesselôs stern. Remarkably, 

the fleet passed the British undetected and fled south. Two days later, on October 13th, 

the British fleet caught up with Arnold and a second, running battle ensued.  
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Outgunned and surrounded, Arnold deprived the British of battle prizes by intentionally 

destroying five of his own vessels at the spot known today as Arnoldôs Bay and escaped 

south to Fort Ticonderoga. Now firmly in mid-October, the British retreated to Canada, 

concerned the impending winter was too formidable to continue their southward invasion.2  

Tactically, the Battle of Valcour Bay was a sound defeat that resulted in the Americansô 

loss of control of Lake Champlain during the winter of 1776. Strategically, however, it 

proved to be one of the most decisive engagements of the war by delaying the invasion 

of the Champlain Valley by an entire campaign season. When the fighting resumed the 

following year, the larger and stronger colonial forces were better able to meet and 

repulse the threat, which they successfully achieved at Saratoga. General George 

Burgoyneôs defeat at Saratoga in October 1777 convinced the French to enter the fray on 

the side of the Americans, an alliance that ultimately led to the American victory at 

Yorktown in 1781 and independence.3  

WAR OF 1812 

Thirty-eight years later, conflict returned to Plattsburgh. Following two years of 

disorganized American war efforts against their British enemy, the summer of 1814 saw 

ill-equipped and poorly trained American troops again discouraged by British invasions 

from the north.4 The British attack on Plattsburgh in mid-September 1814 was part of a 

broader British plan to reclaim a portion of New England and rename it Columbia after 

successfully winning the War of 1812.5  

On September 5, 1814, American commander Thomas Macdonough chose his position 

carefully, ordering his vessels in Plattsburgh Bay to anchor in a line of battle about one 

mile (1.6 km) long, oriented north-north east and south-south west from Crab Island and 

out of range of the British shore batteries located north of the city of Plattsburgh. His fleet 

consisted of the brigs Saratoga and Eagle, the schooner Ticonderoga, the sloop Preble, 

six large row-galleys, and four smaller row-galleys. The galleys were arranged in a 

second line of two divisions inshore of the larger ships.6  

The 1814 British invasion was vast, with a force of more than 11,000 troops planning an 

assault down the western shores of the lake. Macdonough planned to force Captain 

George Downieôs British fleet, which was to support General George Prevostôs land attack 

on Plattsburgh, to enter the bay to engage the American ships. He could not outgun the 

British on the open lake, where their greater number of long-range guns would give them 

the advantage; but a close-range battle in the bay would favor the Americans, who had 

the advantage in shorter-range carronades. Additionally, with the American squadron 

anchored, its relatively inexperienced crews could focus entirely on manning the guns, 

while their British adversaries would have to fight while sailing their ships against the 

prevailing northerly winds. Macdonough had also placed his ships so that there was no 

room for the British to anchor on his broadside out of reach of his carronades, and the 

enemy would be forced to attack him by standing in bows on.7  
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At nine oôclock on Sunday morning, September 11, 1814 the British fleet moved slowly 

into the bay. Captain Downieôs battle plan began to falter immediately as the three largest 

ships were stymied by lack of winds; only one, Finch, was able to move into position. 

Soon after the battle begun, Downie was killed when a gun he was sighting was hit by an 

American round and slammed against him.8  

As the battle continued, the Americans reaped the tactical advantage of the northerly 

winds, and Macdonoughôs Saratoga served as the triumphant flagship of a fleet that laid 

heavy damage on most of the British vessels, until both the British Confiance and Linnet 

struck their colors.9 

Prevostôs troops had hastily built fortifications, in some cases using the townôs buildings 

as defenses atop the hilly northern embankment of the Saranac River and the bay side 

of the peninsula during the week leading up to the battle. The Americans had only enjoyed 

a few more weeks to prepare their fortifications; five rapidly built redoubts stretched from 

the southern banks of the Saranac westward to the shores of Lake Champlain.10 Between 

September 7 and 10, 1814, Macdonough had the barracks and hospitals in the vicinity of 

the forts burned, removing convalescing soldiers from the field of battle and reducing the 

number of buildings available for British use. The wounded and infirm were moved to 

Crab Island where they were sheltered from the elements by tents. A small battery 

mounting two six-pounders was built on the island and manned by convalescents during 

the battle. When Finch ran up onto the rocks east of the island, the invalid battery fired 

upon the vessel until she struck her colors and surrendered. Then, the wounded soldiers 

took possession of the British brig.11 

The land battle was planned to coincide with the naval battle on the morning of September 

11th, according to the letter sent from Prevost to Downie on September 10th, 1814.12 

Primary sources on both sides report that British batteries opened fire at the signal of the 

beginning of the naval battle, around 9 oôclock the morning of September 11th, 1814.13 In 

addition to this fire power, troops were supposed to advance upon Plattsburgh and 

assault the American forces however, there was a delay in the orders for the land troops 

to attack. It wasnôt until about 10 oôclock in the morning, an hour into the battle that troops 

were ordered to ford the Saranac.14 Brisbaneôs troops were ordered to keep the 

Americanôs engaged at the two lower bridge locations while a larger party was sent further 

west to the ford in the river at the old location of Pikeôs Cantonment and make their way 

to the west flank of the unfinished American fortification.15 The British troops were 

rebuffed at the bridges but the brigade sent further west under General Robinson was 

eventually successful in fording the river. However, due to their delayed orders of 

advance, and likely becoming lost along the way, their lateness in arriving meant that the 

naval battle was won by the Americans by the time the British managed to cross the 

river.16 In The Battles at Plattsburgh: September 11, 1814, author and historian, Keith 

Herkalo cites General Robinsonôs personal accounts and local newspaper accounts 

which support the narrative that Robinsonôs troops ended up: 
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Being south and about a mile and a half west of where Prevost expected them to 

beé.It would appear that the British had been successfully drawn south toward 

Lieutenant Sumpterôs cannons and the troops stationed at Mooersôs headquarters 

near the bridge at the Salmon River settlement.17  

As the British retreated, they continued firing from their batteries to into the night to 

provide cover, and leaving ammunition, food, and wounded soldiers behind, made their 

way back toward Canada through the night.18 

The American victory at the Battle of Plattsburgh on September 11, 1814 was decisive. 

Using the tactical advantage of the bayôs calm waters and newly-constructed inland 

fortifications to their advantage, the Americans regained complete control of Lake 

Champlainôs water and coastal population centers, denying the British their stronghold on 

the American territory along the Canadian frontier and foiling any plan of establishing a 

new Columbia in northeastern America. The war ended shortly afterward. 
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Chapter 2: Document Review and National Register Status 
This chapter will present the historic research and any existing historical designations or 

eligibility for historical designations for Valcour Island, Crab Island, Fort Brown, Fort 

Moreau, Fort Scott, and Plattsburgh Bay.  

VALCOUR ISLAND 

Current Site Designation/Eligibility 
A National Register of Historic Places (NRHP) Inventory Nomination Form for Valcour 

Bay was accepted on April 24, 1979.19 Valcour Bay is National Register Listed (NRL), 

with a National Register (NR) number of 90NR00171 and the NYS Unique Site Number 

(USN) is 01911.000009. The New York State Cultural Resources Information System 

(CRIS) lists the National Historic Landmark (NHL) date as January 1, 1969, the NRL date 

as October 15, 1966, and the State Register (SR) date as June 23, 1980. The boundaries 

of this area that, ñenclose the scene of the Battle of Valcour Bayò as the nomination form 

describes it, stretch from the most northern and central point of Valcour Island heading 

south along the western coast of the land to the southernmost central point of Valcour 

Island, and then stretches from the western coastline of the island to the mainland.(NR 

Form Valcour Bay) The Valcour Bay nomination form does not include the island 

itself, though the description section of the form declares that Valcour Island 

retains its integrity. This implies that the Island itself was eligible for the NRHP as of 

1979, though no formal nomination form has been filed for Valcour Island nor has the 

island itself been formally deemed eligible for inclusion on the NRHP. Due to the fact that 

Valcour Island has not been physically altered or developed in any major way since the 

1979 declaration of its integrity, it is recommended that Valcour Island itself remains 

eligible for inclusion on NRHP. 

There are four sites on Valcour Island that are searchable historic resources on the NYS 

CRIS, all dating after the American Revolution and the War of 1812, rendering them out 

of the scope of this grant.  

The Valcour Island Lighthouse (also known as the Bluff Point Lighthouse) located on the 

western coast of Valcour Island has a nomination form dated July 20, 1993 where it was 

deemed locally significant. The CRIS lists the SRL date as July 20, 1993 and the NRL 

date as August 26, 1993. The NR number for the Valcour Island Lighthouse is 93PR02582 

and its NYS USN is 01911.000033. The Valcour Island Lighthouse was active from 1874-

1929 during the era of commerce on Lake Champlain.20 In 2016, the lighthouse 

underwent restoration efforts through a collaboration of NYS, the Clinton County 

Historical Association (CCHA), and the Department of Environmental Conservation 

(DEC). This site also houses a small museum focused on the history of the lighthouse, 

the Battle of Plattsburgh, and the Battle of Valcour Bay. 

The Bluff Point Light Tower, located in close proximity to the Valcour Island Lighthouse 

was determined to be National Register Eligible (NRE) during a 2003 Memorandum of 
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Agreement (MOA) between the United States Coast Guard and the Office of Parks and 

Recreation and Historic Preservation (OPRHP) under Criteria C for inclusion in the 

NRHP. According to the CRIS, the Bluff Point Light Tower has a NRE date of September 

29, 2015 and was assigned the USN 01911.000064.21 The CRIS listing of the Bluff Point 

Light Tower does not provide any documentation apart from a summary statement of 

eligibility but documentation associated with the Valcour Island Lighthouse (or Bluff Point 

Lighthouse) describe the Bluff Point Light Tower as a steel tower built in 1929 to hold a 

battery powered light needing no keeper.22  

The Seton House or Camp, located on the southwest coast of Valcour Island was 

determined National Register Eligible on February 5, 2013 (reference number 

13PR00530.FM001) and given the USN 01900.000081. The Seton camp complex 

includes the 1929 house, pumphouse, and landscape features including steps and a 

wharf. It is the only surviving historic camp on the island according to its statement of 

significance.23 

The Nomad Monument is a WWI memorial constructed in 1925 consisting of several 

plaques surrounded by a fence, located on the eastern coast of Valcour Island. The 

monument site was determined eligible on February 9, 2012 and was listed as such on 

the CRIS by Linda Mackey on September 29, 2015. The Nomad Monument has USN 

01911.000088.24 

Previous Archaeological Research 
Documentary research identified only one terrestrial archaeological survey on Valcour 

Island. Files from the New York State (NYS) Office of Parks, Recreation, and Historic 

Preservation (OPRHP) record a prehistoric site on Valcour Island inventoried by Hartgen 

Archaeological Associates in 1985. The site was first discovered by Arthur C. Parker in 

the 1920s and then re-catalogued by Hartgen. The only information in files A019-11-0011 

(USN 01911.00011) and NYSM 3090 is a categorization of the site as a camp located on 

the western shore of Valcour Island south of a projecting point along the shoreline. In the 

New York State Museum files, the location is listed as disputed but the files offer no further 

explanation.25 This prehistoric site is not searchable within the NYS CRIS. Personal 

communication with a senior researcher and a project manager with Hartgen 

Archaeological Associates Inc., staff from NYS SHPO, and staff from the NYSM has 

revealed that Hartgen was hired in the 1980s to fill out site forms based on Arthur Parkerôs 

research in the 1920s.26 The NYSM files read, ñòACP ó..ON W. SHORE VALCOUR IS. S. 

OF A PROJECTING PT.ô NYSM LOCAT. FROM DESCRIP, PARKER MAP DIFFERS.ò27 

In the New York State Museum Bulletin (Nos.237-238) by Arthur Parker entitled, ñThe 

Archaeological History of New York Part 2ò, a map depicts a site labeled, ñ23. A camp 

site on the western shore of Valcour Island south of a projecting point,ò however the 

placement of this site is shown in the center of Valcour Island.28 This could be the reason 

it was labeled disputed in the NYSM file.29  
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The CRIS system search also revealed a re-opened project entitled óLake Champlain 

Islands Management Complex,ô with project number 15PR05583. The Draft Management 

Plan documents provided by staff from NYS OPRHP described a Department of 

Environmental Conservation (DEC) project encompassing an area from Plattsburgh to 

Crown Point inventorying, ñnatural resources, existing facilities and uses, while identifying 

the special values that justify the protection of this area in perpetuity for future 

generations.ò This inventory document from 2015 was to be the basis for an Island 

Management Plan and was also the driving force establishing several of the 

aforementioned archaeological sites on Valcour Island to be searchable on the CRIS 

website.30  

The crash site of Royal Savage is not yet recognized as an archaeological site by the 

state of New York, though much could be learned by scientific exploration of the remaining 

debris field and the site should be valued as a cultural resource. The British went back to 

the site shortly after the battle in order to recover cannon. Efforts were made to locate 

salvageable weaponry during the American Civil War as well, though the efforts were 

fruitless.31 

Early on, this site was the focus of patriotic relic hunting, which persisted through the 20st 

century and arguably into the 2000s. Documents from the 1830s are some of the earliest 

accounts of bragging rights from people claiming to own artifacts from Royal Savage.32 

References from the Plattsburgh Republican, the Burlington Free Press and Times, and 

the Essex County Republican newspapers included excerpts from the 1850s through the 

1900s describing salvors of wood and iron making profits from the production of rulers, 

canes, hammers, and other small objects from the wreck.33 Lorenzo Hagglund raised the 

hull remains from Royal Savage in 1934. He was unable to raise enough funds to 

preserve and display the wreck, but Hagglund did his best to document the remains of 

the hull so that it could be dismantled and eventually put back together.34 Once removed 

from the lake, Royal Savage remained in the Hagglund family, passing to Lorenzoôs son, 

Hudson after his death. In 1995 Hudson Hagglund sold the remaining timbers to the city 

of Harrisburg, Pennsylvania under pretense of its being cared for and displayed in a future 

museum. It wasnôt until 2015 that the remains were returned to the hands of the U.S. 

Navy, having never been treated or displayed. The remains are currently undergoing 

treatment at the Navy History and Heritage Command facility located on the Washington 

Navy Yard.35 Hagglundôs manuscripts and collection of artifacts associated with the Royal 

Savage and Philadelphia reside at the Lake Champlain Maritime Museum. The Clinton 

County Historical Association and Museum also houses artifacts associated with the 

Royal Savage. 

Between 1999 and 2004, the Lake Champlain Maritime Museum conducted the fieldwork 

for the Valcour Bay Research Project. This was a Phase I archaeological investigation of 

the bottomlands of Lake Champlain encompassing the underwater battlefield at Valcour 

Bay. In total, 185,000ft2 (17,187m2) of lake bottom were surveyed, producing 209 
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artifacts associated with the underwater battlefield of the Battle of Valcour Bay, as well as 

22 artifacts relating to the site where the gunboat, Philadelphia once rested.36 (The 

Philadelphia was also raised by Lorenzo Hagglund in the 1930s.) 

Potential For Archaeological Sites/ Future Research 
Because of the ephemeral nature of the kinds of archaeological footprint shot scatter 

would have left on Valcour Island itself, it is not likely that a coherent battlefield site can 

be delineated for the southwestern shoreline of the island. On the other hand, the historic 

watercolor painting entitled, God Bless our Armes attributed to Charles Randle suggests 

that Indian Point on Valcour Island had a wharf and barracks. (For further discussion see 

Chapter 3, Valcour Island, Viewshed Analysis). Documentary research has not identified 

any study or investigation of Indian Point for Revolutionary-Era sites. Regardless, this 

area may be archaeologically sensitive. In the early 1900s, Camp Penn was established 

on Indian Point though again, no mention has been made concerning the presence of 

Revolutionary-Era artifacts in the area. There are also a number of camps and trails 

around the perimeter of Valcour Island, many established in the earlier half of the 20th 

century though they are not designated as archaeological sites and they are not within 

the scope of this grant. 

The crash site of Royal Savage at the southern end of Valcour Island is much more likely 

to hold the best research value in the remaining debris scatter. The subsequent sites 

created from Hagglundôs raising of Royal Savage and Philadelphia onto Valcour Island in 

the 1930s may also contain some research value but to a lesser extent than the crash 

site off the coast of the island. 

CRAB ISLAND  

Current Site Designation/Eligibility 
According to the NYS CRIS, Crab Island is included within the National Register of 

Historic Places Inventory Nomination Form and boundaries for the Plattsburgh Bay 

National Historic Landmark. This listing for the Plattsburgh Bay National Historic 

Landmark includes three sites, Plattsburgh Bay (including Crab Island), the Macdonough 

Memorial obelisk, and the site of Fort Brown.37 The NR number for Plattsburgh Bay, 

including Crab Island, is 90PR04692. The USN for the NYS Plattsburgh Bay listing is 

01940.000007.38 

Previous Archaeological Research 
Crab Island, formerly Isle St. Michel, is a 35-acre (14.2 hectare) island lying about 2.5 

miles (4.0 km) southeast of present-day Plattsburgh, New York. The island is located just 

south of Plattsburgh Bay and Cumberland Head, and about on mile (1.6 km) north of 

Valcour Island. Its relatively sheltered position and proximity to the New York shore have 

made the island a choice landing spot during many military engagements on Lake 

Champlain. A recorded chronology of the usage of Crab Island follows: 

¶ Precontact ï 1609: Probable Native American usage of Crab Island 
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¶ October 1759: French navy scuttles vessels during the French and Indian War, 

British forces then salvage the same vessels for Royal Navy use 

¶ 1760-1812: Probably military or recreational activity on or surrounding the island, 

no historical records found 

¶ September 1814: Crab Island owned and under cultivation by Caleb Nichols; 

used as an American military hospital and small battery during Battle of 

Plattsburgh Bay; British Finch grounds on nearby shoals during battle; island 

then becomes site of military cemetery 

¶ 1819: Recreational observations of condition of island 

¶ 1858: Ownership of island transferred to Nicholsô children 

¶ 1867-1891: Island belongs to William Mooers and Smith Weed 

¶ 1891: Federal Government purchases island 

¶ 1903: Flagpole is mounted to mark military cemetery 

¶ 1908: Crab Island monument is erected 

¶ 1908-1915: Island has a caretaker 

¶ 1967: Federal government sells island to Edward Troise 

¶ 1968: Divers recover artifacts from surrounding waters  

¶ 1986: Edward Troise sells island to developer Roger Jakubowski 

¶ 1988: New York exercises right of eminent domain to purchase island 

¶ 1996: LCMM/Middlebury College Lake Survey explores bottomlands around 

Crab Island 

¶ 2002-2003: Interested local parties re-installs fallen flagpole 

¶ 2010: New Crab Island monument honoring British sailors is unveiled in 

ceremony 

The most obvious archaeological footprint on Crab Island would have been left by its 

usage during the War of 1812 as the site of a military hospital, a small battery of two six-

pound guns, and buried soldiers. According to the historical record, both the American 

and British fleets buried their dead at the northern end of Crab Island after the Battle of 

Plattsburgh.39 An interview from 1886 with Simeon Doty provides a first-hand description 

of the burials taking place on Crab Island: 

ñWe went to Crab Island. I helped bury the dead thereéWe landed on the north 

part of Crab Island. There were two hospitals there made of plank. The dead 

were carried off southward and were buried in trenches without coffins, under 

command of an officer. Redcoats and bluecoats were put in together.ò40  

A newspaper article from Plattsburgh Republic dated September 22, 1877 is widely cited 

for another account from Doty where he describes the trenches being dug north to south, 

the faces of the dead oriented downward, and the heads of the soldiers pointing 

westward.41 This 1877 newspaper article makes note of the visible mounds that marked 

the trenches on the landscape and also of evidence that someone had dug up part of the 

burial site shortly before the article was published.  
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In 1903, a flagpole was raised on the island and as part of the development of the 

Macdonough National Military Park and efforts were made to locate the graves associated 

with the Crab Island military hospital from the War of 1812. During the summer of 1907, 

Army-supervised work crews spent much of July and August digging test pits and 

trenches in various locations around the island. The goal was to relocate and find the 

boundaries of the burial area in order for it to be formally marked as a cemetery. These 

efforts proved fruitless; other than a single brass button, no evidence of the elusive burials 

was found.42 In 1908, the monument was built along with a caretakerôs cottage, a windmill, 

and gravel paths. Despite having a caretaker, the grounds of the park fell into disrepair. 

In 1965, the Air Force attempted to sell the island to the towns of Plattsburgh and Peru 

but instead it sold into private hands. This action presumably removed the islandôs 

standing as a National Military Park, as a formal statement regarding the issue has yet to 

be located. Eminent domain brought the island back under state control in the late 1980s 

after, ñthe self-described hot dog mogul of Atlantic Cityôs boardwalk,ò Mr. Roger 

Jakubowski, outbid NYS at auction. 

The 1983 National Register of Historic Places nomination for Plattsburgh Bay (which 

includes Crab Island) specifically mentions that Crab Island was not visited during the 

applicationôs preparation and does not specify the location of the cemetery.43 This is most 

likely due to the fact that the island was still privately owned. In June of 1997, the New 

York State Department of Environmental Conservation archaeological staff teamed up 

with personnel from the federal Natural Resources Conservation Service to survey the 

island. They used a portable backpack ground penetrating radar unit to search a series 

of ten transects across the northwestern quadrant of the island. Over the two-day survey, 

no anomalies corresponding to the historically documented burial trenches were found.44 

This survey was documented in the Lake Champlain Maritime Museum publication, 

Historical and Archaeological Narrative of New York Islands in Lake Champlain.45 The 

NYS DEC was unable to locate a report or any documentation concerning this research 

when asked in early 2019, and the NYS CRIS system does not hold a record of this 

event.46  

Attached documentation with the Crab Island entry in the NYS CRIS includes a simple 

map of the Island with a pinpoint of the cemeteryôs location, but it cannot be presumed 

accurate.  

In 1996, LCMMôs Lake Survey explored the bottomlands around Crab Island. This effort 

identified no new submerged cultural resources within a ½ mile (0.8 km) radius of the 

island.47 The Lake Champlain Archaeological Association (LCAA), founded in 1978 by 

amateur archaeologist and historian, William Leege, also worked near Crab Island and 

recovered artifacts immediately surrounding the island. In 1997 the LCAA turned over 

their artifact collection to the Lake Champlain Maritime Museum (LCMM). Unfortunately, 

there is limited provenience associated with these materials. It is likely some of the 
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artifacts in the LCAA Collection at LCMM provenience from the Crab Island area, but they 

would only bear the label óPlattsburgh Bay.ô48 

A few historians and local experts of Plattsburgh claim to have positively identified the 

historic burial grounds on the island but this information has yet to be noted formally in 

NYS files or included in any cultural resource management publications.49 The most 

recently published scientific report concerning Crab Island refers to the reburial of soldiers 

from Forts Scott and Moreau on Crab Island in 1868 and 1892 respectively.50 However, 

investigation of their citations show that these soldiers were most likely reinterred at the 

military cemetery located on the mainland. An account from local historian and journalist, 

Marjorie Lansing Porter (1891-1973) refers to the reinternment of soldiers occurring at 

the, ñPost Cemetery at Plattsburgh Barracks,ò and local historian and professor, Allan 

Seymour Everest describes how, ñboth recoveries were ceremoniously reburied in the 

military cemetery at the barracks.ò51 

It is commonly reported that 150 soldiers were buried on Crab Island after the battle. This 

number is likely taken from the bill that the owner of Crab Island at the time, Caleb Nichols, 

charged to the United States government for the use of his land.52 Many accounts claim 

that it was impossible to determine exactly how many bodies were brought to the island 

for burial after the battle, while others report numbers of wounded and dead from various 

shipôs logs or general hospital documents.53 The historical account of James Mann, the 

surgeon in charge of the hospital at Plattsburgh and then Crab Island describes how 

hundreds of wounded were taken to Crab Island before the battle occurred: 

September 3. The sick and convalescents have been ordered to Burlington 

Vermont; but for want of transportation, are removing to Crabb islandé More 

than five hundred have already arrived at Crabb island, a barren uninhabited 

spotéCrabb Island, September 10. We have received the wounded of the army, 

about forty. Four hundred, with the assistance of Commodore Macdonough, have 

been send to Burlington hospital from this placeéOn the morning of the 11th of 

September, the remainder of the sick were all sent to Burlington.54 

Although Mannôs account details that the remaining sick were sent to Burlington on the 

morning of the Battle of Plattsburgh, it is unclear how many died and may have been 

buried on Crab Island before the battle even occurred. Additionally, Mann describes 

performing over 30 amputations on the wounded in the following four days on Crab Island. 

It is unclear how many of those people survived their surgeries and from other written 

accounts of wounded and dead, how many more of those wounded also died and were 

buried on Crab Island in the days after the battle.55 The commonly reported figure of 150 

burials and the short lists of names of dead soldiers accounted for should be interpreted 

as a very conservative estimate. It is likely the actual number of soldiers buried on Crab 

Island is much higher.  
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Potential for Archaeological Sites/ Future Research 
Because Crab Island was the site of a hospital, a small battery, and a mass gravesite for 

soldiers after the Battle of Plattsburgh, the potential for sites on this island to produce 

archaeological data pertaining to these activities is high. Crab Island is extremely 

archaeologically sensitive, especially since the boundaries of the mass gravesite have 

not been fully defined. The interpretation presented to the public should be carefully 

approached in order to convey the cultural sensitivity of the burial site and help instill a 

sense of protection and stewardship of such a resource in the visiting public, avoiding the 

encouragement of treasure hunters and looting of this site.  

PLATTSBURGH BAY 

Current Site Designation/Eligibility 
According to the NYS CRIS, Plattsburgh Bay is included within the National Register of 

Historic Places Inventory Nomination Form dated 1960. 56 The NYS CRIS website lists 

the NHL date for Plattsburgh Bay as December 19, 1960, the NR listing date as October 

15, 1966, and the SR listing date as June 23, 1980. The Plattsburgh Bay National Historic 

Landmark listing includes three sites, Plattsburgh Bay (including Crab Island), the 

Macdonough Memorial obelisk, and the site of Fort Brown. The NR number for 

Plattsburgh Bay is 90PR04692.The USN for the NYS Plattsburgh Bay listing is 

01940.000007. The NRHP nomination form including Plattsburgh Bay, Crab Island, Fort 

Brown, and the Commodore Macdonough obelisk was marked accepted on June 11, 

1984. 57 

Previous Archaeological Research 
In 1978, a group of divers from the Plattsburgh area founded the Lake Champlain 

Archaeological Associates (LCAA). This nonprofit educational group was organized and 

directed by William Leege, an avid amateur archaeologist. Members of the organization 

were not formally trained in underwater archaeological techniques, but they closely 

followed the development of new procedures in the field.  

LCAA concentrated its efforts on the study of the War of 1812 Battle of Plattsburgh and 

the Revolutionary War Battle of Valcour Bay, conducting documentary research as well 

as field archaeology. Free-swimming divers surveyed large areas of the lake bottom in 

Plattsburgh Bay and Valcour Bay using detailed search patterns. When LCAA divers 

encountered artifacts, they usually recovered, sketched, cleaned, and catalogued them. 

The divers also conducted public outreach about their work through local exhibits and 

presentations.  

Unfortunately, LCAA records only provide artifact provenience from the broader 

Plattsburgh Bay. Although LCAA asked for advice from local museums, many of the 

recovered objects were not conserved completely or stored properly. In 1997, LCAAôs 

artifact collection of more than 4,000 items was turned over to LCMM, where it was 

inventoried, conserved, and researched. This collection preserves an enormous wealth 
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of material from the battle site and could lead to the discovery of more archaeological 

features in Plattsburgh Bay and off the coast of Valcour Island.58  

Potential for Archaeological Sites/ Future Research 

The historical record does not reference any sunken vessels from the 1814 naval portion 

of the Battle of Plattsburgh, however, much can be gleaned from the debris field of that 

battle. For example, spatial analyses may be able to determine locations of battle lines 

and amount of exchanged firepower. Although some of this underwater debris field has 

been disturbed over the years by local divers and others relic hunting, the site retains 

significant research potential. 

FORT BROWN 

Current Site Designation/Eligibility 
According to the NYS CRIS, Fort Brown is included within the National Register of Historic 

Places evidenced by an accepted Inventory Nomination Form available online. Fort 

Brown is also within the boundaries for the Plattsburgh Bay National Historic Landmark. 

This listing accounts for three sites, Plattsburgh Bay (including Crab Island), the 

Macdonough Memorial obelisk, and the site of Fort Brown.59 This 1978 nomination form 

describes the site of Fort Brown as: 

A roughly pentagonal arrangement of grassy earthworks which represent the 

eroded defenses of the redoubt erected by American forces in 1814. The area 

within the defenses contains a number of humps and circular depressions: some 

of these may relate to undisturbed buried archaeological features, others may be 

the result of illicit excavation. On the south side of the earthworks, a particularly 

well-defined ditch runs east-west from Peru Street to the edge of the bluff 

overlooking the Saranac River. 60 

According to the National Register of Historic Places Inventory Nomination Form for Fort 

Brown itself, the city of Plattsburgh acquired the title to the Fort Brown parcel in 1967 

under the strict stipulation that the fort site would remain and be maintained as an historic 

monument in perpetuity.61 Following the War of 1812, the Fort Brown parcel was 

incorporated into a U.S. military reservation, which later became a U.S. Air Force Base. 

Over time, parts of the military reservation were maintained or upgraded while portions 

like the site of Fort Brown were no longer utilized into the 20th century. Part of the 1967 

transfer documents for the Fort Brown parcel gave the Department of Interior the ability 

to change the strict monument stipulation if needed through the Bureau of Outdoor 

Recreation. The NRHP nomination dated May 2, 1978 was accepted December 15, 1978. 

The 1978 nomination referenced that Fort Brown appeared in a 1974 statewide inventory 

of historic resources and provided NYSHDP with the USN A019-40-0018 and reference 

numberPH0067871.62 Today this translates to USN 01940.000018 in the CRIS.  
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A 1976 NHL nomination and 1983 NRHP nomination included Fort Brown along with 

Plattsburgh Bay, Crab Island, the Kent-DeLord House, and the Macdonough obelisk as 

significant sites relating the Battle of Plattsburgh.63 The site of Fort Brown is marked with 

a New York State Historic Marker, an NRHP plaque, and plaque placed by the Saranac 

Chapter of the Daughters of the American Revolution (DAR). The New York State Historic 

Marker list has not been updated to include Fort Brown although there is a marker 

present. 

Previous Archaeological Research 
The National Register of Historic Places Inventory Nomination Form for Fort Brown, dated 

in April of 1978, states that no systematic archaeological excavations had ever taken 

place at Fort Brown. This document also states that a research design for archaeological 

investigation of the site was submitted by SUNY Plattsburgh but lack of local funding 

stymied the project. This same form describes evidence on the Fort Brown site that 

suggests the site was illegally looted. Personal communication between Doris Manley 

and Charles A. Florance, the archaeologist who prepared the 1978 form, presents the 

presence of circular depressions on site as the evidence for illegal excavation across the 

site. Photographs from the 1978 Nomination Form for Fort Brown point out the circular 

depressions on the parapet, as seen in Figure 4 and Figure 5.64 The original caption for 

Figure 4 from the 1978 Nomination Form reads, ñView: NE showing parapets and ground 

inside fort. U.S. Route 9 appears in background. Note large rock (holds commemorative 

plaque) and depression on parapet suggestive of subsurface probing.ò In the original 

captions for Figure 5 and Figure 3, the direction of U.S. Route 9 was recorded incorrectly, 

and instead can be seen on the right in each photo although the original captions read, 

ñleft.ò The original caption for Figure 5 reads, ñView SW along parapet. U.S. Route 9 just 

off photo to left. Note large rock (holds commemorative plaque) and depression on 

parapet suggestive of subsurface probing.ò Finally, the original caption for Figure 3 reads, 

ñView: NE along parapet. U.S. Route 9 appears at photo right. Note large rock (hold 

commemorative plaque).ò 65 A 1995 report detailing the survey of what is now Plattsburgh 

Air Force Base mentioned Fort Brown and provided historical context. No shovel tests of 

the area were undertaken, and the survey provided no archaeological analysis.66 The 

subsequent 1998 report provides primary evidence of the degradation of Fort Brown by 

1838, and the order to discontinue removal of sand from Fort Brown in 1852.67 It is unclear 

if these events contributed to the appearance of looting discussed in the 1978 nomination 

form. 
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Figure 4: Fort Brown, Plattsburgh, Clinton County, New York View: SW along parapet. 

Figure 3: Fort Brown, Plattsburgh, Clinton County, New York View: NE along parapet. 



American Battlefield Protection Program Grant 2287-16-009: Document Review and 

Archaeological Assessment 

  

26 

 

Potential for Archaeological Sites/Future Research 
The NR nomination form for the Plattsburgh Bay National Historic Landmark describes 

Fort Brown as, óby far the most significant archaeological resource within the landmark,ò 

and, ñthe one well-preserved site connected with the events of 1814 that survives in any 

substantial form.ò68 The site of Fort Brown has not been significantly altered since this 

1978 nomination form was submitted and accepted, thus the site retains the same level 

of integrity. A wealth of information can be gathered from investigation of this site including 

but not limited to data concerning earthworks technology and building techniques from 

this time period, the material culture of the American and British military, potential 

evidence of illicit trade networks between British and American military forces during the 

War of 1812, and spatial analyses of projectiles across the site as a means of ground 

truthing historical accounts of action.  

Although the archaeological investigation of Fort Brown was outside of the scope of the 

most recent (1998) scientific publication concerning the Plattsburgh cantonment, it is 

stated that the site of Fort Brown will maintain the greatest integrity along the side facing 

the Saranac River.69 It should also be noted that there is a high probability for the 

presence of human remains at Fort Brown indicated by the high number of burials found 

at both Fort Scott and Fort Moreau when they were deconstructed. It is recommended 

that this site be interpreted and treated as a grave site. 

Figure 5: Fort Brown, Plattsburgh, Clinton County, New York View: NE showing parapets 
and ground inside fort.  
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FORT MOREAU 

Current Site Designation/Eligibility  
The accepted 1983 NRHP Nomination form for Plattsburgh Bay describes the reasoning 

behind the exclusion of Forts Moreau and Scott from the nomination: 

The sites of Fort Scott, Fort Moreau and the storehouses are now within the built-

up area of Plattsburgh Air Force Base, within about 500 feet of the Chapel at the 

north end of the oval. These sites have been graded and planted; barely visible 

irregularities in the ground surface may or may not be part of their remains. The 

sites of the blockhouses are imprecisely known and are within an urban setting. 

None of these sites possesses the integrity of feeling present at Fort Brown.70 

A 1995 report entitled, Archaeological Survey of Plattsburgh Air Force Base, by Morgan 

investigated the present day location of Fort Moreau and deemed it likely ineligible for 

further designation without extensive archaeological work that would require testing 

underneath existing asphalt.71 In 1998, the United States Air Force (USAF) worked with 

Parsons Engineering Science, Inc. to follow the recommended archaeological 

investigations outlined in Morganôs 1995 survey. The 1998 archaeological survey by PESI 

and USAF deemed Fort Moreau eligible for the NRHP.72 

The unverified location of Fort Moreau would be located within the boundaries of the 

original United States Oval Historic District (NR# 90PR04467 NRL 8/30/1989), and 

subsequently the US Oval Historic District Boundary Increase of 1997/1998 (USN # 

01940-001316 Eligible but not listed).73 The unverified location of Fort Moreau was also 

located within the boundaries of The Oval Site (A019-40-0352) in the 1990s. The USN 

for Fort Morea is now listed in the NYS CRIS as 01940.000352 and marked eligible. 

There is a stone monument with a plaque marking the approximate location of Fort 

Moreau within the oval close to a gazebo and an asphalt pad. The plaque is very similar 

to the one placed at Fort Brown by the DAR, though it doesnôt name the organization. 

Previous Archaeological Research 
One goal of Morganôs 1995 archaeological investigation of the Plattsburgh Air Force Base 

was to locate the War of 1812 forts and ancillary buildings located within the present day 

boundaries of the base.74 Researchers used historic maps, newspaper articles, primary 

personal accounts and letters in order to locate remains of these structures. A commonly 

cited map seen in Figure 6 was sketched by Rufus McIntyre on the back of a letter dated 

January 1, 1815, indicating changes to the Plattsburgh cantonment following the Battle 

of Plattsburgh. In the accompanying note written on the back of the historic map it is 

stated that the actual position of Fort Moreau was incorrectly placed, the real position 

lying further to the west.75 The 1995 researchers also cited maps by Beven (1852) and 

Roberveau (1816) in conjunction with the McIntyre map (1815, Figure 6) in order to 

identify a more accurate area to test for fort remains stating that, ñalthough a large stone 

marker currently marks Fort Moreauôs position, the 1816 and 1852 maps place the fort 
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nearer to the northwestern edge of the Oval in close proximity to the gazebo and a large 

asphalt pad.ò76 Figure 7 shows the superimposed óRoberveauô survey map (1816) over a 

base map from Morganôs 1995 report. The identified area was a 100-foot (30.4m) by 100-

foot (30.4m) grid that was then shovel tested in 20-foot (6m) intervals. Shovel tests were 

not excavated on the eastern and northern sections of the grid due to trees and the 

presence of an asphalt pad. Artifacts recovered from the test area were deemed not old 

enough to be associated with Fort Moreau.77 A sketch map from the 1995 testing for Fort 

Moreau can be seen in Figure 8.78 

 

Figure 6: Rufus McIntyre Map of Modified Plattsburgh Cantonment 1815 
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Superimposed 1995 Base Map and �µRoberveau 1816�¶ Map. Created by Julie A. Morgan [1995:103]. From 
Department of the Army Construction Engineering Research Laboratories, Corps of Engineers for Plattsburgh 
Air Force Base 
































































































































